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«In a hundred years, future
studies will be as important
as studies of the past»
«The world is changing and Catalonia needs to live up to this
change; it is not about whether changing or not but to see when and
how to do it», Peter Bishop, an associate professor of Strategic
Prospective and coordinator of the Future Studies course at the
University of Houston states. He is a futurist talking of the different
future scenarios, but not in terms of what will occur. Based on the
belief that change is necessary and difficult, he considers that
learning to study the future can help the process be less traumatic.
He also talks of the importance of leaders in bringing about this
change and the essential qualities they need to have.
Alongside gurus and university professors talking of adapting
business organisations to new times, Peter Bishop argues that
change needs to occur in education first. The concept of future
studies he promotes was created fifty years ago and he says that it
has not reached out to schools or professions yet.
EULÀLIA FURRIOL
Interview with Peter Bishop
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What took you to promote future studies?
In all my years at school, nobody ever talked of
the future to me. Not even at university when 
I studied Sociology. It’s surprising. The predom-
inant culture in the Western society is basically
a scientific culture where we are only expected
to study and learn the knowledge on which
there is certainty. Hence we study the past
because there is evidence on it: documents,
monuments, pictures… We accept assertions of
archaeologists on the past and also of those
studying the most recent history. A past on
which, although it doesn’t exist anymore, we
have the information left by the population.
«In all my years at school, nobody
ever talked of the future to me. 
Not even at university when 
I studied Sociology. It’s surprising.»
And how is the future studied?
The key of future studies are scenarios where
we don’t know what’s going to happen. We all
agree on that, but we also need to talk about it
and we do so in terms of what could happen,
not what will happen. And we follow the same
process as when we study the past, but as we
don’t have any artefacts or documents having
been left to us, most of our thoughts are based
on imagination. We also do have facts: trends,
government, industrial, infrastructure plans…
so we can set out trends in one or another
sense. People don’t like to talk about what they
don’t have solid evidence for. On the future
there is no consistent evidence, and this is why
we don’t talk about it. This places us at a big
risk as we don’t talk about change.
And how are change processes addressed?
This is another difficulty we have. It’s difficult
to understand, but most historians avoid this
issue and get around it as much as they can.
They prefer to talk about specific times, people
and places as they have good evidence to sup-
port what they say. Very few historians talk of
the evolution process from a period to another
as this involves making assumptions since they
don’t have any evidence. However, when talking
of the future, what we have are few facts and
basically assumptions.
Why do you think it is important to talk of the
future?
There are people saying that the only we do is
creating assumptions, making predictions we
know they won’t even come true. And they are
right, as it is not about making predictions but
talking of the future, talking of the scenarios
that could come about if we take some
assumptions or others. To me it’s an obvious
issue but it clashes with the culture of people,
which is not talking of something if it isn’t sure,
as the future is what lies ahead of us. Let’s for-
get about the certainty requirements and raise
the things in terms of what could happen, not
what will happen. In this respect, we’re talking
of different scenarios, alternatives. We don’t
know which will be the good one, it’s impossi-
ble to know it but… isn’t it better to explain it
like this, openly, instead of ignoring the subject
completely? Thinking of the future is an intel-
lectual advantage.
How is the future explained?
What we do is creating assumptions. In fact, we
all have a picture of the future, optimistic, pes-
simistic, technological… So we see the visions
depicted by the different people and create dif-
ferent future alternatives. Basically we place the
cards on the table by saying: these are the pos-
sibilities. But we can’t give any probability rates.
It’s not like the weather forecast, for instance,
where they say there is a 40% likeliness of rain-
fall as they know that in the last ten years,
under the same environmental conditions, it
rained in 40% of times. And we accept this
because we know there are long data series
telling us that this is the probability. In the
casino we also know how likely it is that we 
get a number on the dice, and this is why we
say that it is likely that the number we want
will win.
And talking helps addressing this?
Of course. We have half a dozen alternatives
and people ask us: what am I supposed to do
with that? Well, having half a dozen futures is
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better than having none or having only one 
we expect it will come true but it will hardly 
so if it’s the only option. This will lead us to
surprise and a risk situation and inevitably 
to do mistakes.
«Let’s forget about the certainty
requirements and raise the things 
in terms of what could happen, 
not what will happen. In this
respect, we’re talking of different
scenarios, alternatives.»
And are we struggling in changing also here?
This concept of future studies we promote was
created about fifty years ago. We’re making
efforts in introducing studies on future thought
among the different students of the University
of Houston campus, and I have to admit that
it’s a very difficult task. But I hope that in a
hundred years, future studies will be as impor-
tant as studies of the past. I’m not going to be
there, but it’s the vision I wish to come true.
And what role does the past play in relation 
with future studies?
The past is important. It must not be ignored
but a 180 degree turn is needed to help the stu-
dents understand change as an ongoing, prob-
lematic process, teach them how to address it
and the different possible answers. Schools
insist in teaching knowledge, which is impor-
tant, but we know that given the way the world
is changing, some knowledge will be outdated
within ten years. Besides, all knowledge is
found – or will be found very soon – in the
internet, so what’s the point in memorising all
this information?
And what proposals are provided?
A shift in education should be done from cur-
rent knowledge-based to another based on
skills. But we clash with the reality that most
teachers don’t even know how to do what they
are teaching their students. In the US, research
professors at university – except in degrees like
medicine, law and architecture, where teachers
are also active in their profession – very few put
in practice what they are teaching. Some even
never exerted their profession. This situation is
replicated in business, pedagogical and engi-
neering schools, for instance. So we need to do
a big shift in education. Hence when there is
the talk of changing the business model, I talk
of changing the education model.
Change and innovation are relevant subjects as
they are desirable in theory, but when it comes
to practice, most try to get away from it.
Here lies the problem, and this is why change
isn’t funny, people don’t like it. It’s difficult,
expensive and risky and when it starts, there is
no guarantee that the outcome will be good. 
It may occur that we undo what we have to
bring about change but then we don’t manage
to create anything new or valuable. I would like
it to be different, that the process is easier, but
this is not the case.
When talking about change, what are we 
actually talking about?
Change is the process of destroying one thing to
create a new one. Quite a lot needs to be
destroyed to make room for the new stage. This 
is what leaders do. People don’t want to change
and the situation causes irritation, depression,
negation, talking of the good old times… before
eventually reaching an acceptation phase.
How can a process of change be led?
The process can be started, the process can be
guided… but it can’t be led. To the question:
«How will this end?», our answer is: «We don’t
know.» We know that change is needed, so we
start the process and let’s see where it takes us.
But this isn’t what we were taught at school.
And we can’t pretend to create a transforma-
tion plan from tip to toe as it’s something com-
pletely new, something that happens, that can’t
be led. It’s hard to lead a process you can’t con-
trol. It’s like planting a garden: you can’t decide
how the weather will be, when the flowers will
grow… A garden has its own organisation.
What we can do is create the optimal condi-
tions to allow an organisation go through a
shift, a change in itself. But managers are afraid
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of losing control. In this process, trust is para-
mount. And in any case, authority must not be
confounded with leadership.
What needs to be done first?
It’s like learning anything else. How do you
learn to educate a child? And driving a car? 
You look for people having done it earlier. There
are also business consultants helping organisa-
tions notice that going the authority way only
doesn’t work. Changing is creating something
new, and even if managers of companies try 
it, they don’t know how to do it, they repeat
what they’ve always done. This is why it’s
advisable to find somebody able to help, with 
a certain degree of experience in the subject
and with whom there is a good relationship. 
In fact, we rather talk of coaching and not
teaching. You don’t learn how to play golf in a
classroom or drive a car in a cinema studio or
with a PowerPoint, but you need to enter a car
and sit behind the steering wheel and some-
body next to you to learn to drive. It’s a skill,
and skills are learned with different methods
than knowledge.
What is a leader in this context? Which are the
ingredients you consider indispensable to tackle
change with chances to succeed?
A leader is somebody with the explicit intention
of creating a new stage. Attitudes I consider to
be important to bring about change are:
Being convinced that there is a good reason
for change, that time has come to act. And now,
in times as these, action is needed.
Having a future vision, knowing where we’re
changing to.
Commitment to follow till success is reached.
This is crucial.
Communication skills. First of all to listen, as
it is easier to talk to people than to listen. And
also communicating the own vision.
Mutual trust between people participating in
change and understanding that mistakes done
are part of the process and not a ground for
penalty if what is genuinely intended is fulfill-
ing the vision. It’s about experimenting.
«The past is important, and it must
not be ignored but a 180 degree
turn is needed to help the students
understand change as an ongoing,
problematic process.»
What opportunities or what role do small 
companies play in processes of change?
The long tail1 of information technology, particu-
larly the intangible economy, makes small com-
panies have an advantage they never had so far.
In the 1950s and 1960s, in times of booming oil,
cars, airlines, chemical industry… small compa-
nies couldn’t compete. But now it’s possible to
create a small business in any place and compete
with the biggest thanks to the fact that you have
access to a market that used to demand very big
resources. The transaction cost for offering a
product to the world through the internet is cur-
rently very low. Now, even a person or a small
company can create a niche product, go to the
global market and become a company with a
considerable economic benefit, which used to be
impossible. This is market hypersegmentation, in
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Peter Bishop
Peter Bishop, doctor in sociology from Michigan State
University, is an associate professor of Strategic
Prospective and coordinator of the Future Studies course
at the University of Houston. One of his specialisations is
the study of long-term forecast and planning techniques.
He collaborates with and advises companies, governments
and non-for-profit organisations on the future. He also
works for companies to help develop future scenarios and
strategic planning. Among his customers are IBM, the
Nasa Johnson Space Center, Nestlé-USA, the Texas
Department of Transport, Tetra Pak, Shell Pipeline
Corporation, the Central Intelligence Agency and the US
Defense Intelligence Agency, the Waitt family and the
California Environmental Protection Agency. He is a
founding member of the Association of Futurist
Professionals and leads his own company, Strategic
Foresight and Development.
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which a small company is often able to better
serve it than a big one without enough market
justifying all costs it would need to enter it.
When dealing with future, what time periods are
considered?
It depends totally on the topic and the speed at
which change occurs. In politics it could be one
or two years, and talking of global warming it
could be one or two-hundred. So we don’t talk
in terms of years but of times appearing. There
is the short time, which are the decisions taken
on a daily basis that can have an impact of
days, weeks or months. There is the operative
time, which means to create new accounting,
tax, etc. systems, requiring years of creation and
with an impact for years to come. And finally,
there is the strategic environmental time, in
which something really new is created.
«The process can be started, the
process can be guided… but it can’t
be led. It’s hard to lead a process
you can’t control. And authority
must not be confounded with
leadership.»
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Notes
1. «The long tail» is an expression describing the concept of commercialisation based on selling a wide range of products in relatively
small amounts to a wide number of customers. The concept was popularised by an article by Chris Anderson in Wired magazine in Oc-
tober 2004, in which Amazon.com was mentioned as a business example. Anderson developed the long tail concept in this book The
Long Tail: Why the Future of Business Is Selling Less of More. New York: Hyperion, 2006.
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